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METHOD FOR IDENTIFICATION OF 
MUTATIONS USING LIGATION OF 

MULTIPLE OLIGONUCLEOTIDE PROBES 

This application is a 371 of WO 9,527,078 ?led Apr. 3, 
1995 and a continuation-in-part of US. patent application 
Ser. No. 08/590,503, ?led Jan. 24, 1996, now US. Pat. No. 
5,888,731, Which claims priority from US. Provisional 
Application Ser. No. 60/003,038 ?led Aug. 30, 1995. 

BACKGROUND TO THE INVENTION 

This application relates to a method for the detection of 
mutations, including previously unknoWn mutations, in a 
gene or a gene fragment having a knoWn Wild-type 
sequence. 

Many diseases and conditions have been found to be 
associated With genetic mutations, and more such associa 
tions are being identi?ed as time goes by. In some cases, 
such as sickle-cell anemia, a single base change has been 
identi?ed as the causative mutation. More generally, 
hoWever, many different mutations may manifest themselves 
as a single disease. To test for each of these mutations 
individually using hybridiZation-based tests Would require 
the development of as many different probes as there are 
mutations. Such an effort Would involve substantial eXpense, 
hoWever, such that in most cases hybridiZation-based diag 
nostics are only available for the most prevalent mutations. 
Furthermore, because development of mutation-speci?c 
hybridiZation-based diagnostics requires knoWledge of the 
mutant sequence, development of diagnostic tests must 
aWait the identi?cation and characteriZation of any given 
mutation in at least one individual. 

The present invention overcomes some of the limitations 
of hybridiZation-based diagnostics by providing an assay 
Which relies only upon knowledge of the Wild-type 
sequence, and Which detects all types of mutations, i.e., 
point mutations, insertions and deletions. The method 
involves the use of a set of oligonucleotide probes Which 
hybridiZe in series along the length of the gene; the ligation 
of the probes together to form ligation products; and the 
evaluation of the siZes and quantities of the ligation prod 
ucts. When the gene being analyZed corresponds to the 
normal sequence, a characteristic pattern of ligation prod 
ucts is formed, including a substantial amount of full length 
product Which results from all of the probes in the set being 
ligated together. When a mutation appears in the gene, the 
hybridiZation of the probe overlapping the mutation is 
impaired, With the result that some or all of the ligation 
product is of smaller siZe. By evaluating the siZes and 
quantitites of the ligation products; both the existence of a 
mutation and its approXimate position can be identi?ed. A 
de?nitive identi?cation of the mutation can then be made by 
direct sequencing over a very restricted set of positions. 

EP-A-0 185 494 discloses an assay for detection of 
speci?c nucleotide sequences in Which tWo oligonucleotide 
probes Which perfectly match adjacent portions of the 
eXpected sequence are hybridiZed and then ligated together. 
The assay is said to improve reliability over a plain hybrid 
iZation assay, since it is unlikely that both probes Would bind 
to a spurious location in ligatable proXimity. 

Ligase enZymes have previously been used in diagnostics 
for the detection of knoWn point mutations. As described in 
Landegren et al., “A Ligase-Mediated Gene Detection 
Technique”, Science 241: 1077—1080 (1988), and as shoWn 
in FIG. 1, this technique involved hybridiZation of tWo 
probes 1 and 1‘ to the target gene fragment 2 being analyZed. 
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2 
The probes 1 and 1‘ are selected such that the terminal base 
in one fragment aligns With the knoWn mutation site When 
this probe is hybridiZed With the target gene fragment. The 
terminal base of the other probe aligns With the base 
immediately adjacent to the knoWn mutation site. When the 
probes are completely complementary to the target 
sequence, T4 DNA ligase Will couple the tWo probes 
together into a single fragment. When a mutation is present, 
hoWever, the absence of hybridiZation at the end of one of 
the probes Will prevent (or at least substantially reduce) the 
amount of ligation Which occurs. By labeling one probe 
fragment With a capture moiety such as biotin, and the other 
probe fragment With a radiolabel, Landegren et al. Were able 
to identify the presence or absence of the speci?c point 
mutation based upon formation (or non-formation) of the 
ligated molecule Which incorporated both the capture moiety 
and the radiolabel. 

The basic technique described by Landegren et al. has 
been modi?ed by a number of researchers. For eXample, F. 
Barany, “Genetic Disease Detection and DNAAmpli?cation 
Using Cloned Thermostable Ligase”, Proc. Nat’lAcaa'. Sci. 
USA 88: 189—193 (1991) described the use of a thermostable 
ligase in place of the T4 DNA ligase utiliZed by Landegren 
et al. This enZyme alloWed the use of higher temperatures 
Which improved the discrimination betWeen perfectly 
matched and mismatched sequences. Like the basic Lande 
gren et al. technique, hoWever, Barany only addressed 
detection of the knoWn point mutations using a pair of 
probes Which meet at the site of the mutation. 

A further modi?cation of the Landegren et al. technique 
is described in PCT Patent Publication No. WO 94/08047 
entitled “Ligase Chain Reaction Method for Detection of 
Small Mutations.” In this application, deletion mutations of 
up to about 5 bases are detected using ligation of a pair of 
probes. As in the basic Landegren technology, hoWever, a 
complete knoWledge of the site and nature of the mutation 
is necessary to carry out the test. 

It is an object of the present invention to overcome this 
fundamental limitation of knoWn tests Which utiliZe ligase, 
and to provide a test methodology Which permits the detec 
tion of mutations including previously unknoWn and unchar 
acteriZed mutations, Whether large or small in magnitude, 
Within a gene of clinical or diagnostic importance. 

It is a further object of the present invention to provide 
kits Which may be used in carrying out this method. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

These and other objects of the invention are achieved by 
a method for detection of mutations Within a gene or gene 
fragment in a sample, said gene or gene fragment having a 
knoWn Wild-type sequence. In accordance With this method, 
the sample is combined With at least three species of 
oligonucleotide probes under hybridiZation conditions. The 
species of oligonucleotide probes have sequences Which are 
complementary to and hybridiZe With sequential and con 
tiguous portions of the Wild-type sequence, Whereby a 
hybrid is formed betWeen the gene or gene fragment in the 
sample and at least a ?rst species of oligonucleotide probe. 
The hybridiZed oligonucleotide probes are then eXposed to 
ligating conditions. Those oligonucleotide probes Which 
hybridiZe to the gene fragment in ligatable proXimity to one 
another are ligated together to form one or more species of 
ligation products. Finally, the lengths and quantities of the 
species of ligation products are determined. A deviation 
betWeen the lengths and/or quantities of the ligation prod 
ucts and standard (i.e., Wild-type) values for lengths and/or 
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quantities is indicative of the presence and approximate 
location of a mutation in the gene or gene fragment in the 
sample. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 shoWs a prior art technique for ligase-mediated 
detection of point mutations; 

FIG. 2 shoWs an embodiment of the method of the present 
invention diagrammatically; 

FIG. 3 shoWs a second embodiment of the method of the 
present invention diagrammatically, 

FIG. 4 presents an estimate of Tm as a function of 
oligonucleotide length and concentration in a typical ligation 
buffer; 

FIGS. 5A—5C shoW the effect of varying probe and 
template concentration on the ability to identify mutants 
using the method of the invention; 

FIG. 6 shoWs a three probe set for evaluation of the K-ras 
gene, 

FIGS. 7 to 11 shoW the results of a mini-assay using a 
three probe set for the K-ras gene; 

FIG. 12 summariZes the results of mini-assays using three 
oligonucleotide probe sets at various reaction conditions; 

FIG. 13 summariZes results of assays performed at vari 
ous reactions conditions; 

FIG. 14 shoWs statistical plot of the distribution of sta 
bilities of dupleX structures in the human retinoblastoma 
coding sequence, and 

FIGS. 15A—5D shoWs results for analysis of eXon 8 of the 
RB1 gene. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

The present invention provides a novel method for detect 
ing mutations, including previously unknoWn and unchar 
acteriZed mutations of many different types, in a gene or 
gene fragment of knoWn Wild-type sequence. The method of 
the invention is of particular utility in detecting mutations 
Within genes or gene fragments the mutation of Which is 
knoWn to be associated With disease conditions, and pro 
vides a mechanism for the effective screening of many 
individuals for possibly disease-related mutations. 
As used herein, the term gene or gene fragment may refer 

to a complete gene, to an individual eXon of a gene, or to an 

arbitrarily selected gene fragment. Such gene or gene frag 
ment may be geneomic DNA, cDNA, RT-PCR ampli?ed 
fragments, or PCR-ampli?ed genomic fragments. It may be 
desirable to treat large genes containing multiple eXons in 
several parts, While smaller genes may be evaluated in one 
step. 

The genes or gene fragments Which may be analyZed for 
mutations in accordance With the present invention are those 
Which have a knoWn Wild-type sequence at least in the 
region of diagnostic or clinical signi?cance. For eXample, 
the method can be generally employed to determine the 
presence or absence of mutations in other genes, such as 
RB1, p53, p16, p21, VHL, HLA genes, CF and all other 
genes Where mutations may sporadically arise. It Will be 
appreciated that some genes are present in several knoWn 
allelic forms each of Which is fairly considered “normal” in 
that the several forms are not associated With any disease 
condition. The present invention is fully applicable to these 
genes by simply performing the analysis using a set of 
probes for each allelic type and evaluating the results of the 
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4 
tests in concert. Depending on the frequency distribution of 
the various normal types, these tests may be performed 
sequentially (e.g., When one type is more prevalent than all 
others) or concurrently. 

Regardless of Whether an entire gene or a fragment of a 
gene is evaluated, the basic steps of the method are the same. 
One embodiment of this basic methodology is shoWn dia 
grammatically in FIG. 2. As shoWn, in the ?rst step of the 
method, a set of a plurality of oligonucleotide probes A, B, 
C, D, and E are hybridiZed With a target single-stranded gene 
or gene fragment T. The set of oligonucleotide probes is 
designed to eXactly complement the Wild-type target DNA 
sequence T Without nicks, gaps, overlaps, or mismatches. 
When a mutation is present in the target DNA T, as in the 
case of the portion aligned With probe D in FIG. 2, the 
hybridiZation of probe to the target DNA T is disrupted. 
The neXt step of the method is the ligation of the hybrid 

iZed oligonucleotide fragments. This ligation is performed at 
a temperature slightly beloW the average melting tempera 
ture of the probe-Wild-type target hybrids. If a mutation 
eXists in the target DNA T, the mismatch betWeen the target 
DNA T and the oligonucleotide probe D causes the target 
-oligonucleotide D hybrid to display a loWer Tm value than 
if it Were perfectly matched to a Wild-type target sequence. 
As a result, oligonucleotide probe D hybridiZes poorly to the 
target sequence T and is not ligated, or is ligated inef?ciently 
to adjacent oligonucleotide probes C and E. 
The neXt step in the method shoWn in FIG. 2 is denatur 

ation of the ligated strand from the target and detection of the 
siZe of the ligated products using ?uorescent labels F1 and 
F2, Which can be the same or different, and Which Were 
attached to probes A and E, respectively. When the target 
conforms to the Wild-type and is perfectly complementary to 
the oligonucleotides probes, the product detected is one 
Which has a length corresponding to the sum of probes 
A+B+C+D+E. In contrast, When a mutation occurs in the 
segment alignment With probe D tWo products are detected, 
one Which results from the ligation of probes A+B+C, and 
one Which is merely probe E. Probe D is not detected, 
because it does not have a ?uorescent label. 

FIG. 3 shoWs an alternative embodiment of the method of 
the invention. In this case, the labels F1 and F2 are attached 
to the ends of the target DNA sequence rather than to the 
oligonucleotide probes, for eXample during a prior ampli? 
cation reaction using ?uorescently-labeled primers or post 
ampli?cation end-labeling using conventional chemical or 
enZymatic methods. After ligation, the ligated hybrid is 
passed through a gel ?ltration column to remove the mis 
matched D probe. S1 Nuclease is then used to digest the 
single stranded portion the labeled target DNA. The digested 
hybrids are then denatured, and the single stranded products 
analyZed for fragment length in the same manner as in FIG. 
2. 

FIGS. 2 and 3 illustrate the present invention in theoreti 
cal terms, assuming perfect discrimination betWeen mutant 
and non-mutant forms. In practice, this level of discrimina 
tion Will rarely if ever be achieved, nor is it necessary to the 
successful practicing of the invention. Analysis of results 
thus requires a knowledge of the eXpected ratios of reaction 
products, Which may be obtained by ligation of oligonucle 
otides against a Wild-type template for the system of interest. 

In actual practice, What is observed is a miXture of ligation 
products, including some full-length products, and varying 
amounts of intermediate ligation products of each possible 
shorter length. When a mutation is present, the relative 
amounts of each type of intermediate product shifts, indi 
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cating both the fact that there is a mutation, the approximate 
location of the mutation, and Whether the mutation is 
homozygous or heterozygous. One useful Way to evaluate 
the results of the present test is to obtain a ratio of the height 
for each intermediate peak to a control peak included in the 
same sample. When the observed ration falls outside a 
standard range of values considered “normal,” the sample is 
identi?ed as containing a mutation. 

The control peak used to determine the ratios can be any 
of several different types. First, it can be the peak associated 
With the full length ligation product. When no mutation is 
present, the full ligation product is generated in much greater 
quantities (eg 3 to 14 times greater) than any other ligation 
product. When a mutation is present, the ratio of full-length 
product to any ligation intermediate falls substantially, i.e., 
to about 1:1 or beloW. 

Second, as an alternative to the use of the full length as a 
control, When the sample has been previously ampli?ed by 
PCR, it is possible to utiliZe the complementary PCR 
product as an internal standard by using a labeled primer for 
formation of this product during the PCR step. The labeled 
full length PCR product, Which is larger than the full length 
ligation product, can serve both as an internal standard for 
determining normaliZed peak heights and as a con?rmation 
of the success of the PCR reaction. The PCR primer used to 
produce the complementary strand for this purpose can be 
labeled With the same label af?xed to the oligonucleotide 
probe set, or With a different label. A different label is 
preferred if an instrument is available to detect tWo different 
labels, since this facilitates quantitation of the both a large 
standard peak and smaller ligation product peaks. 

Within the scope of the tWo basic methodologies shoWn 
in FIGS. 2 and 3, it Will be appreciated that a great many 
variations are possible. For example, the target sequence 
Which is analyZed typically Will be an exon or gene fragment 
having a length of about 50 to 200, and preferably about 100 
nucleotides in a human gene Which has been implicated in 
some genetic disease. Shorter sequences may be selected for 
evaluation, particularly Where the locus of disease associ 
ated mutations is knoWn to be relatively small. Larger target 
sequences may also be evaluated, although it Will be appre 
ciated that information about the presence of multiple muta 
tions could be lost if too large a target sequence Was used. 

The oligonucleotide probes and the ligation conditions 
used in the invention are optimiZed on a gene-by-gene basis 
to provide the greatest degree of discrimination betWeen 
normal and mutant forms of the gene. This optimiZation Will 
of necessity include some empirical observations, but a 
number of basic principles can be applied to selection of a 
suitable starting point for ?nal optimiZation. 

The oligonucleotide probes useful in the invention Will 
generally be prepared in sets of from 3 to 10 probes, 
preferably 5 to 10 probes, With each probe having a length 
of from about 15 to 25 oligonucleotides. Smaller probes 
could be used in some cases, but Will generally be less 
desirable because they Will lack the speci?city for a single 
site on the target DNA sequence. Longer probes can also be 
used, but are less desirable for several reasons: (1) very long 
probes reduce the accuracy With Which the location of a 
detected mutation can be localiZed; and (2) point mis 
matches in the middle of very long probes may not signi? 
cantly affect hybridiZation to the target, and therefore Would 
remain undetected if long probes Were used. 

The probes Within a set may all be the same siZe, but more 
likely Will have slight variations in siZe to equaliZe the 
thermodynamic stabilities and equilibrium melting tempera 

15 

25 

35 

45 

55 

65 

6 
tures of the hybrids. These length adjustments are made in 
a coordinated fashion so that no gaps or overlaps are 

introduced betWeen adjacent oligonucleotide probes. Ther 
modynamic parameters of individual probes may be esti 
mated by multiple iterations using a program such as 
“Oligo” (available from National Biosciences, Inc.) 
designed to calculate such parameters. (Rylchik et al., “A 
computer program for choosing optimal oligonucleotides for 
?lter hybridiZation, sequencing and in vitro ampli?cation of 
DN ”, Nucl Acids Res. 17: 8543—8551 (1989). 

In this fashion, the oligonucleotides probes Within any 
given set are designed to have approximately equal Tm 
values as computed on the basis of perfect match to the 
Wild-type target sequence. The melting temperature Tm for 
a given probe can be estimated, to a ?rst approximation, 
using the folloWing equation (Gralla & Crothers, 1973; 
Borer et al., 1973) Which alloWs melting temperatures to be 
predicted from a simple tWo-state (all-or-none) model: 

Where Tm=equilibrium melting temperature, AH°=standard 
enthalpy of duplex formation, AS°=standard entropy of 
duplex formation, R=universal gas constant, and C=total 
concentration of single strands (Whether melted or hybrid 
iZed together). This formula is based on the fundamental 
AS=AH/T relation of equilibrium thermodynamics and 
assumes a reversible tWo-state melting transition betWeen 
complementary strands. In the standard state, each macro 
molecular species is present at 1M concentration. The R In 
(C/4) term in the equation describes the cratic effect of 
diluting the probe and target aWay from the 1M standard 
state. 

To apply this equation to estimate the average melting 
temperature of a set of oligonucleotide probes, it is neces 
sary to have average values of AH° and AS°. These can be 
obtained by vieWing an oligonucleotide probe-target hybrid 
as a plurality of “stacks.” A “stack” is a pair of adjacent 
base-pairs that resides Within a longer nucleic acid duplex. 
A duplex that is N base pairs long Will contain N-1 stacks. 
We assume the average (temperature-independent) values 
AH°=—8.34 kcal/mole and AS°=—21.04 cal/K mol for for 
mation of individual “stacks” in a duplex (Breslauer et al., 
“Predicting DNA duplex stability from the base sequence”, 
Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 83: 3746—3750 (1986).) To 
obtain average values of AH and AS for the N-mer, the 
values for an average “stack” are multiplied by the factor 

(N-1). 
FIG. 4 presents an estimate of Tm as a function of 

oligonucleotide length and concentration in a typical ligation 
buffer (1 M NaCl, ~10 mM Mg”) This estimate is com 
puted as an average over all possible sequences, using eq. (1) 
under the assumption of a perfect match betWeen the oligo 
nucleotide and its target. This ?gure predicts a Tm value of 
~85° C. for an individual 20-mer under typical ligation 
conditions (10 nM probe and 10 nM target). 
The sharpness of the melting transition can also be a 

signi?cant factor in the method of the present invention. 
Thus, in addition to selecting oligonucleotide probes having 
the same melting-temperatures, the probes should also each 
melt over a narroW temperature range, i.e., of 10 degrees C. 
or less. If the melting transition is not sharp, then the melting 
curves for matched and mismatched oligonucleotides Will 
not be clearly separated, and the assay may yield ambiguous 
results. Fortunately, oligonucleotides as short as 20-mers 
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have sharp melting transitions (Patel et al., “Premelting and 
melting transitions in the d(CGCGAATTCGCG) self 
complementary duplex in solution”, Biochemistry 21, 
428—436 (1982), Vesnaver et al., “The contribution of DNA 
single-stranded order to the thermodynamics of duplex 
formation”, Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 88, 3569—3573 
(1991).) 

The “sharpness” of a melting transition can also be 
analyZed at the quantitative level (Gralla et al., “Free energy 
of imperfect nucleic acid helices, III. Small internal loops 
resulting from mismatches”, J. Mol. Biol. 78: 301—319 
(1973).) In a tWo-state (all-or-none) transition, the 
temperature-dependence of the equilibrium constant is given 
by the equation: 

6lnK AH“ 

6(l/T) : T‘ 
(2A) 

For an associating system Which consists of equal total 
concentrations of probe and target, the equilibrium constant 
can be Written in terms of the total probe concentration [A]T 
(i.e. free probe+bound probe) and the fraction (0) of probe 
that is bound to the target (Gralla et. al.): 

We substitute eq. (2B) into eq. (2A), and then convert 
differentials from 6/6(1/T) to (—T2)6/6T. This leads to the 
folloWing equation: 

(2C) 

Thus the “sharpness” of a melting curve, as de?ned by the 
slope of 60/6T at T=Tm, is directly proportional to the 
absolute magnitude of AH°, the standard enthalpy of duplex 
formation. 

Because G:C pairs have a greater absolute magnitude of 
the enthalpy of formation than do A:T pairs, the transition 
Will be sharper for GC pairs. There are tWo approaches to 
equaliZe the sharpness of the melting transition for different 
oligonucleotides. First, all oligonucleotides can be made 
With the same G/C composition. According to eqn. (2C), the 
(G+C) percentage should be on the high side, to maximiZe 
the sharpness of melting. Alternatively, an isostabiliZing 
solvent, such as 5 M betaine, could be used to eliminate the 
differences in melting temperature betWeen A:T and G:C 
base pairs (Rees et al., 1993). HoWever, the effect of such 
solvent on the activity of a thermostable DNA ligase is not 
knoWn. 

Once suitable probes are selected based upon the Wild 
type sequence of the gene or gene fragment of interest, the 
probes are hybridiZed en masse to the target DNA strand. 
The conditions for this hybridiZation should meet tWo main 
criteria: 

(1) they should be compatible With the ligase enZyme 
selected for use in the ligation step so that ligation of 
properly hybridiZed probes can occur; and 

(2) they should be suf?ciently stringent that a signi?cant 
stability difference exists betWeen perfectly-matched 
and mismatched hybrids. It Will be understood that 
“compatible” does not mean optimiZed, and the con 
ditions need only be such that the ligase enZyme 
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8 
functions to produce ligated products Within a reason 
able period of time. Similarly, the difference betWeen 
perfectly-match and mismatched hybrids does not have 
to be absolute, and in fact need only be suf?cient to 
produce a detectable difference in siZe distribution of 
the ligation products. 

As a general rule, these conditions can be met by per 
forming the ligation someWhat beloW the average melting 
temperature Tm of the oligonucleotide probes as predicted 
by equilibrium thermodynamics. The temperature selected 
for any given set of probes and ligase represents a compro 
mise betWeen three major competing factors. 

First, mismatch ligation is suppressed at high tempera 
tures. The basis for this effect is that a mismatched oligo 
nucleotide has a depressed Tm relative to that of a perfectly 
matched oligonucleotide, and thus relative to that of other 
oligonucleotides in the probe set. This ?rst factor favors 
performing the ligation at a higher temperature. 

Competing With this effect, hoWever, is end-fraying. It is 
knoWn from the literature that signi?cant end-fraying that 
may interfere With ligation begins to occur as the tempera 
ture is raised to Within approximately 20° C. of the Tm. 
(Patel, D. J., Biochemistry 13, 2396 (1974); Putnam et al., 
“Resonant and localiZed breathing modes in terminal 
regions of the DNA double helix”, Biophys. J. 35: 271—287 
(1981); ZuiderWeg et al., “1H NMR studies of lac-operator 
DNA fragments”, Nucl. Acids Res. 9: 6553—6569 (1981); 
Patel et al., supra, (1982); SchmitZ et al., “Solution structure 
of a DNAoctamer containing the PribnoW box via restrained 
molecular dynamics simulation With distance and torsion 
angle constraints derived from tWo-dimensional nuclear 
magnetic resonance spectral ?tting”, J Mol Biol 227: 
510—31 (1992).) Thus there Will be a trade-off betWeen 
increased speci?city of ligation at high temperature, and 
increased yield of ligation at loW temperature due to absence 
of end-fraying. 

Athird temperature effect arises from the cooperativity of 
binding of adjacent oligonucleotides to a template, and may 
also be signi?cant. Consider a set of oligonucleotide probes 
Which binds to the target DNA strand. If “p” is the prob 
ability of a single ligation event, then is the probability 
of N independent ligation events. If there is a 10% yield for 
each independent ligation event (A/B, B/C, C/D, D/E) in the 
reaction of FIG. 2, then the combinatorial yield of ?nal 
product should be (10%)4=0.01%. This is a very loW overall 
yield, and implies that, all else being equal, multiple-ligation 
products should be quite dif?cult to detect by a ?uorescence 
based gel method. 

HoWever, a cooperativity effect occurs in the ligation 
reactions of the invention, to greatly increase the overall 
yield of a multiple ligation reaction. Cooperativity in the 
binding of adjacent oligonucleotides to a single-stranded 
template has been observed for a variety of different 
sequences (Mesner & Hockensmith, 1992; Kotler et al., 
1993; KacZoroWski & SZybalski, 1994). Because of this 
cooperativity, the overall yield of a multiple ligation reaction 
typically Will be much higher than predicted from a simple 
combinatoric probability model. 

Because of this cooperativity, multiple rounds of ligation 
(in a thermal cycling format) and in the absence of mis 
matches betWeen probes and target causes virtually all 
oligonucleotides to be driven into the fully-ligated form, 
because the cooperativity parameter u)>1. In contrast, When 
one oligonucleotide Within the probe set is mismatched, the 
cooperativity effect Will be offset. This oligonucleotide Will 
not ligate ef?ciently to its neighbors, and the overall yield of 
?nal ligation product Will be loW. 
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This cooperativity in binding of adjacent oligonucleotides 
to a template probably is due to a stacking interaction 
between the terminal bases of the adjacent oligonucleotides. 
Because base stacking involves a release of enthalpy, there 
should be a signi?cant negative temperature dependence to 
the cooperativity parameter, With higher temperatures gen 
erally giving rise to a decrease in cooperativity (by analogy 
to Eq. 2A—2C). 

Taking into consideration the aforementioned temperature 
effects, We have determined that a good compromise tem 
perature at Which to begin optimiZation is usually someWhat 
beloW (i.e., 15 to 25° C. beloW) the average estimated Tm 
for the oligonucleotide probe set as computed using equation 
(1). For many ligases, the trade-off Would argue for a 
ligation temperature about 20° C. beloW the average Tm of 
the oligonucleotide probes (see Eq. 1 and FIG. 4), or around 
60° C. When using typical ligation conditions of 10 nM 
concentration of each probe and of the target. 

The hybridiZation/ligation buffer can also play an impor 
tant role in determining the stringency of the hybridiZation 
conditions and the activity of the ligase. In general, a 
suitable buffer contains 10 mM Mg2+ and is buffered to pH 
7—8. Constituents such as monovalent salts or spermidine 
Which increase the stringency of the ligation can also be 
employed provided that they do not interfere excessively 
With the activity of the selected ligase. 

The pH of the buffer may play an important role in the 
ability to discriminate some mismatches using the assay of 
the invention. This is the case because the destabiliZation of 
the duplex caused by mismatches is due at least in part to a 
disruption of hydrogen bonding Within the mispair itself 
Thus, BroWn et al. (1990) determined that the destabiliZing 
in?uence of certain point-mismatches (AC and CC) exhib 
its a pH-dependence. At acid pH, these particular mispairs 
are more stable than the corresponding true base pairs, due 
to appearance of protonation-dependent hydrogen bonding. 
Thus, the pH of the ligation buffer may be a critical variable 
using the assay of the invention to detect some mutations, 
for reasons in addition to any direct effect on DNA ligase 
activity. As a result, the pH of the buffer Will generally be 7 
to 8. HoWever, it may prove advantageous to set the pH 
outside this range to detect certain mutations. 

Another factor Which may affect the clarity of the results 
is the concentration of oligonucleotide probes in the ligation 
reaction. The ratio of the amount of full length product 
obtained using a mismatched oligonucleotide set to the 
amount of full length product obtained using a perfectly 
matched oligonucleotide set (“ABCDE(mutant)/ABCDE 
(Wild type)”) re?ects the amount of discrimination Which 
can be obtained using the method of the invention. FIGS. 5 
A, B and C depict such ratios for a ?ve probe set based upon 
the exon 1 of the human KRAS gene (see Example 6). In this 
example, a single point mutation is introduced at varying 
nucleotide positions Within the second (B) probe. As shoWn, 
the ratio increases at higher concentrations of probes, such 
that using concentrations Which exceed 1000 femtomoles of 
probes per 10 pl reaction mixture (100 nM each probe) leads 
to a loss of the ability to discriminate mutants from non 
mutants When a single point mutation is involved. This may 
be due to a mass action effect, Whereby incompatible oli 
gonucleotides are routinely incorporated into the ?nal prod 
uct making identi?cation of the mutations difficult. Regard 
less of the mechanism, hoWever, the decrease in 
discrimination means that the method of the invention must 
be performed at suf?ciently loW concentrations of probe, for 
example from 100 to 250 femtomoles per 10 pl reaction 
mixture (10 to 25 nM) in the case of single point mutations, 
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10 
to permit a suitable level of discrimination betWeen mutant 
and non-mutant species. 
A further factor in improving discrimination in the 

method of the invention Which can be derived from the data 
shoWn in FIG. 5 involves the concentration of template. As 
shoWn, the best discrimination is alWays achieved at the 
highest template concentration. Thus, increased discrimina 
tion can be obtained by increasing the concentration of the 
DNA in the sample, for example by PCR ampli?cation. 

After alloWing time for hybridiZation to occur (generally 
from 1 to 5 minutes), a ligase is added and an attempt is 
made to ligate the oligonucleotide probes together at the 
hybridiZation conditions. Ligation Will fail, or at least Will be 
inef?cient, for any oligonucleotide probe that spans a mis 
match site, because this oligonucleotide Will preferentially 
be melted at the ligation temperature. A “ligation gap” 
therefore Will persist at the position Which corresponds to 
the oligonucleotide containing the mutation. 

Suitable ligases for use in the method of the invention are 
those Which are cormpatible With the elevated-temperature 
hybridiZation conditions necessary for any given set of 
probes and Which display minimal activity in undesirable 
non-template-directed ligation. One particular ligase Which 
is generally useful in the elevated temperatures required for 
many probes sets is the DNA ligase from Pyrococcus 
furiosisus Which is available from Stratagene and Which is 
described in Marsh et al., “Pyrococcus furiosus DNA Ligase 
and the Ligase Chain Reaction,” Strategies (Stratagene) 5: 
73—76. (1992). Other thermostable enZymes such a Q-beta 
ligase may also be useful in the present invention. 
As re?ected in FIGS. 2 and 3, either the oligonucleotide 

probes or the target strand are labeled to provide a detectable 
product. Preferably, the ?rst and last probes in sequence or 
both ends of the target strands are labeled With different 
labels to avoid complications Which may arise When a 
mutation appears in the region spanned by one of the 
terminal probes. Nevertheless, the use of a label at only one 
end can be successfully employed, as can a single label at 
both ends, or even labels attached to each probe species. It 
Will be appreciated, hoWever, that the use of a single label at 
one or both ends of the expected full length ligation product 
provides less information than the use of tWo distinctive 
labels. Speci?cally, the use of the same label at both ends of 
the ligation product may make it dif?cult to identify the 
location of the mutation unambiguously because it may be 
unclear Which labeled probe is closest to the mutation. 

There are numerous types of labels knoWn for use in 
detecting oligonucleotide fragments, and any of these labels 
Which does not interfere With the hybridiZation and ligation 
steps of the invention can be employed. This Will include 
radiolabels, colored labels, ?uorescent labels, optically 
active labels, and enZymatic chromogenic or ?uorogenic 
labels. Preferred labels are ?uorescent labels such as 
?uorescein, rhodamines, infrared dyes such as IR-132 or 
IR-144 (Kodak, Rochester, NY.) and cyanine dyes such as 
Cy5.5 (Amersham Int’l, Cleveland). Labels such as biotin 
Which can act to couple a detectable label or to capture the 
ligation product may also be employed. 
The probes used in the invention may also need to be 

modi?ed to permit them to act as substrates for the ligase 
enZymes. DNA ligases requires the presence of a 
5‘-phosphate group on the second member of each pair of 
adjacent oligonucleotides Which are to be ligated together. 
Thus, the 5‘-end of all but the 5‘-terminal probe may 
(depending on the synthetic technique employed in making 
the probes) need to be covalently modi?ed to incorporate 
such a group. 
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The ?nal step in the method of the present invention is 
determination of the siZe of ligation products, and compari 
son of the siZe(s) or siZe distribution With the expected result 
if the target gene or gene fragment had the Wild-type 
sequence. This determination step Will generally involve 
separation of the ligation products, for example by gel 
electrophoresis, and then detection of the separated ligation 
products. 

The detection of the separated ligation products can be 
based upon an inherent property of oligonucleotides such as 
optical activity, as described in commonly assigned US. 
patent application Ser. No. 08/387,272 Which is incorporated 
herein by reference. Detection can also be accomplished 
through the addition of a material Which permits visualiZa 
tion of the oligonucleotide positions folloWing separation. 
An example of this Would be the use of ethidium bromide 
stain to visualiZe DNA fragments Within a gel in the embodi 
ment shoWn in FIG. 3 Where double stranded products can 
be readily evaluated. 

Preferably, hoWever, the ligation products are detected 
using a ?uorescent label Which is incorporated into either the 
probes or the target strand prior to the ligation reaction. 
Detection of such labels can be performed in real time 
during separation, for example using an instrument of the 
type described in commonly assigned US. patent applica 
tion Ser. No. 08/353,932 and the continuation-in-part thereof 
?led as PCT Application No. PCT/US95/15951, or US. Pat. 
Nos. 5,630,523, 5,171,534 or 5,192,412 all of Which are 
incorporated herein by reference. 

The method of the present invention is advantageously 
practiced for any given gene or gene fragment using a kit 
containing three or more, and preferably ?ve or more probes 
Which have sequences Which are perfectly complementary to 
and hybridiZe With sequential and contiguous portions of the 
Wild-type sequence of the gene or gene fragment. In pre 
ferred kits, at least one of the probes Will be labeled With a 
?uorescent label. Such kits may also contain, in packaged 
combination, one or more of the folloWing: a hybridiZation/ 
ligation buffer; a ligase enZyme; ampli?cation primers for 
ampli?cation of the gene or gene fragment; and ampli?ca 
tion reagents. 

The folloWing examples provide further details concern 
ing the practice and implementation of the invention, but are 
not intended to limit the scope of the invention as de?ned by 
the claims. 

EXAMPLE 1 

Fluorescent Labeling of Terminal Oligonucleotides 

A ?uorophore of one type (designated “F1” in FIG. 2) is 
added to the 5‘-terminus of the ?rst oligonucleotide of the 
probe set. Greatest ?exibility in the choice of label can be 

obtained by using a tWo-step reaction scheme in Which: an oligonucleotide is ?rst synthesiZed With a 5‘-aliphatic 

amino group (Nelson et al., 1989; 1992), and then (ii) the 
amino group is coupled to an activated dye precursor (Smith 
et al., 1985; 1987). This approach alloWs use of any ?uo 
rophore Which can be suitably activated. 

The method of the invention can be made more robust by 
increasing the amount of information that it generates. This 
can be achieved by putting a second ?uorophore of a 
different type (designated “F2”) on the 3‘-terminus of the last 
oligonucleotide of the probe set. In this case, tWo ladders of 
?uorescently end-labeled ligation products Will be generated 
in the assay. The ladders Will be labeled on opposite ends. 

The 3‘-terminus of the last oligonucleotide can be labeled 
in tWo Ways. Terminal deoxynucleotidyl transferase may 
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12 
be used to add a single extra ?uorescently-labeled nucleotide 
from a ?uorescent dideoxy(NTP) precursor (Trainor & 
Jensen, 1989; Dirks et al., 1991; Figeys et al., 1994). (ii) A 
?uorescently-labeled controlled-pore-glass (CPG) reagent 
may be used to initiate the synthesis of the oligonucleotide 
at the 3‘-end, using standard phosphoramidite chemistry 
(Nelson et al., 1989, 1992). After deprotection, the 
3‘-terminus Will contain a ?uorescent label. All necessary 
reagents for either 3‘-labeling procedure are available com 
mercially (Applied Biosystems, Inc, Boehringer, Clontech). 

EXAMPLE 2 

Addition of Phosphate Group to 5‘-end of 
Oligonucleotide Probes 

To render the doWnstream oligonucleotides probes ligat 
able With DNA ligase, a phosphate group must be attached 
to the 5‘-end of each one. An efficient phosphorylation can 
be done using T4 polynucleotide kinase and ATP (Sambrook 
et al., 1989). We typically conduct a 60 pl reaction With 3.6 
nmol oligonucleotide, 100 nmol ATP and 50 U of T4 
polynucleotide kinase. The reaction is incubated for 45 min 
at 37° C. It is extracted once With phenol/chloroform, and 
then extracted With ether. Residual ether is removed by 
heating at 37° C. for 10 min. The phosphorylated oligo 
nucleotide does not have to be puri?ed further. 

The efficiency of the 5‘-phosphorylation reaction can be 
assessed by analytical HPLC, using a 125><4 mm silica 
based anion exchange column (100 A, 5 pm) ?oWing at 1 
ml/min in buffer A=20 mM sodium phosphate (pH 5.5), With 
a 1%/min gradient of buffer B=A+1 M KCl (Wickstrom, 
1995). Under these conditions, the phosphorylated oligo 
nucleotide elutes around 4 minutes, and the unphosphory 
lated starting material elutes around 23 minutes. 

EXAMPLE 3 

Preparation of Target DNA Strand 

Because the presence of the non-target DNA strand may 
exert an inhibitory effect on ligation in the method of the 
present invention, it is advantageous to purify the target 
DNA strand aWay from its complementary strand, before 
conducting the assay. While any method for puri?cation can 
be used, tWo speci?c techniques Which are useful are asym 
metric PCR, and biotin/streptavidin capture. 
Asymmetric PCR: This technique is used to generate an 

excess of one DNA strand (Gyllensten & Erlich, 1988; Innis 
et al., 1988; Kreitman & LandWeber, 1989; WychoWski et 
al., 1990; Wilson et al., 1990, KadoWaki et al., 1990; Allard 
et al., 1991). If unequal concentrations of primers are used 
in PCR, then the PCR Will display tWo phases. In the ?rst 
phase, double-stranded DNA Will be produced, in an amount 
that increases exponentially With the number of cycles. This 
Will continue until the limiting primer is exhausted. In the 
second phase, there Will be a continued production of one 
strand, due to repeated rounds of primer-extension from the 
non-limiting primer. The amount of this primer-extended 
product Will increase linearly With the number of cycles. 

Biotin/Streptavidin Capture: A genomic PCR product is 
generated using one 5‘-biotinylated primer and one unmodi 
?ed primer. The biotin moiety should be attached to its DNA 
strand by a spacer, to reduce the effect of stearic hindrance 
betWeen the PCR product and its solid-phase “capture 
reagent” (a streptavidin-conjugated bead). The PCR product 
is captured on the solid phase, and the non-biotinylated 
strand is then released by an NaOH Wash (Uhlen et al., 1994; 
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Dynal, 1995). Either the captured DNA strand (on the beads) 
or the released DNA strand (in the eluent) can be evaluated 
for mutations by the assay method of the invention. In other 
Words, it is possible to designate either the captured strand 
or the eluted strand as the target HoWever, the assay may 
be more reliable When the bound DNA strand is used as 
target, because it can be dif?cult to precisely adjust the pH 
of the released strand after its elution With NaOH (Dynal, 
1995). 

EXAMPLE 4 

Hybridization and Ligation of the Probe Set 

The selected oligonucleotide probes are mixed in equimo 
lar concentration With each other and With the target DNA 
strand, With probe concentrations generally being in the 
range of from 0.5—40 nM, preferably 10 to 25 nM. The 
optimal concentration Within this range Will depend on the 
stringency of the hybridiZation conditions, and the sensitiv 
ity of the detection system employed (Which is to some 
extent label dependent). Too loW a concentration Will lead to 
inef?cient hybridiZation at the assay temperature, and Will 
make ?uorescent-based gel detection dif?cult. Too high of a 
concentration Will lead to the loss of speci?city noted in 
FIG. 5. 

After hybridiZing the set of oligonucleotide probes to the 
target, ligation is attempted at a temperature Which lies 
someWhat beloW Tm (the average melting temperature of 
the oligonucleotide probe set). For a solution of perfectly 
matched 21-mer probe and its target, each at 10 nM con 
centration in a typical ligation buffer containing 10 mM 
Mg“, 20 mM Tris HCl, 20 mM KCl, 0.1% NP40, 0.1 MM 
rAT P, 1 mM DTT, Equation (1) can be used to estimate that 
Tmz90° C. for this sample. 2 units of DNA ligase from 
Pyrococcusfuriosus (Stratagene) is added per 10 pl reaction 
mixture, and 8 cycles of ligation are conducted, 15 minutes 
per cycle, at a temperature of 65 to 67° C. 

EXAMPLE 5 

An assay for mutations is conducted using the test format 
shoWn in FIG. 3. Aset of oligonucleotide probes is designed, 
each ~20 nt long, to exactly complement the Wild-type 
sequence, With no mismatches, gaps or overlaps. Against the 
Wild-type template, the set of test oligos should be fully 
ligatable to produce a signi?cant amount of full-length 
ligation product. The lengths of the oligonucleotides are 
adjusted to equaliZe their estimated thermodynamic stabili 
ties and melting temperatures. 
A genomic PCR product is generated using one 

5‘-biotinylated primer and one normal primer. The biotiny 
lated single strand of the PCR product is puri?ed using 
streptavidin-conjugated beads. In this case, the non-captured 
single-strand of the PCR product (i.e. the ?oW-through 
strand) is to be scanned for the presence of neW uncharac 
teriZed mutations. 

The 5‘-terminus of the ?oW-through strand (T) has been 
pre-labeled With ?uorophore F1. To increase the information 
content of the data, the 3‘-terminus of this strand may also 
have been pre-labeled With ?uorophore F2 using a dye 
labeled dideoxy NTP and terminal transferase. 

The set of oligonucleotide probes is mixed With the 
template in equimolar amounts With other and the template. 
Next, ligation is attempted at someWhat beloW Tm, the 
average equilibrium melting temperature of the set of oli 
gonucleotide probes. Thermostable DNA ligase from Pyro 
coccus furiosus is used in amounts of from 2 to 4 units per 
10 pl reaction. 
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14 
The ligated complex is passed through a gel-?ltration 

column. The oligonucleotide probe corresponding to the 
mismatch position (Mz20><330 g/mol=6,600 g/mol) is 
retained on the column. The ?oW-through product Will 
consist of a duplex product containing an about 20 nucle 
otide single-stranded gap. The single-stranded gap Will span 
the site of the mutation. Because of the large difference in 
molecular Weight and frictional properties, the duplex prod 
uct (Mz180x330 g/mol=59,400 g/mol) Will be easily sepa 
rated from the mismatched, unligated 20-mer that spans the 
mutation (M=20><330 g/mol=6,600 g/mol). 
The ?oW-through complex is digested With S1 or P1 

nuclease. Digestion conditions are adjusted to maximiZe the 
nuclease’s preference for digesting the single-stranded gap 
instead of ?anking duplex sequence (Potapenko & 
Obukhova, 1992; Box et al., 1993). An S1 or P1 column may 
perhaps be employed (Gite & Shankar, 1993). The released 
DNA fragments, each bearing a ?uorophore (F1 or F2), can 
be siZed on a gel. The siZes of these tWo released end-labeled 
fragments Will alloW the site of the mutation to be localiZed 
to:N/2 nucleotides (:half the length of the unhybridiZed 
oligonucleotide). 

EXAMPLE 6 

A puri?ed single stranded DNA sequence (“KR”) repre 
senting a 61nt fragment of human K-ras Was synthesiZed on 
an ExpediteTM Nucleic Acid Synthesis System (Millipore, 
Inc.) using reagents standard for that system. The DNA 
sequence of the synthesiZed oligonucleotide Was as folloWs: 

SEQ ID NO: 1 
TATCGTCAAG GCACTCTTGC CTACGCCACC AGCTCCAACT 

ACCACAAGTT TATATTCAGT C 

Three shorter oligonucleotide probes complementary to KR, 
TY-A, TY-B0, and TY-C Were prepared as illustrated in FIG. 
6 such that upon hybridiZation to KR, the probes Would form 
a contiguous, non-overlapping complement to KR. In other 
Words, the 5‘-end of the middle oligonucleotide TY-B0 
Would lie ligatably juxtaposed to the 3‘-end of the ?rst 
oligonucleotide, TY-A, and the 3‘-end of TY-B0 Would lie 
ligatably juxtaposed to the 5‘-end of TY-C. The DNA 
sequence of these oligonucleotides Was as folloWs: 

TY-A GACTGAATAT AAACTTGTGG TAG SEQ ID NO. : 2 

TY-BO TTGGAGCTGG TGGCGTAG SEQ ID NO. : 3 

TY-C GCAAGAGTGC CTTGACGATA SEQ ID NO. : 4 

A further set of oligonucleotides similar to TY-B0 but each 
containing a single point mutation Were also synthesiZed. 
The point mutations in TY-B1, TY-B2, TY-B3 and TY-B4 
Were designed prevent the oligonucleotide from hybridiZing 
With exact complementarity to KR. From FIG. 6, it can be 
seen that TY-B1 results in a mismatch at the 3‘ end of TY-B1, 
Which is the site of ligation. TY-B2 represents a mismatch 4 
nt from the ligation site. TY-B3 represents a mismatch 7nt 
from the ligation site and TY-B4 represents a mutation 10 nt 
from the ligation site, approximately in the middle of the 
oligonucleotide: 

TY-Bl TTGGAGCTGG TGGCGTAC* SEQ ID NO. : 5 
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-continued 
TY-B2 TTGGAGCTGG TGGCC*TAG SEQ ID No.: 6 

TY-B3 TTGGAGCTGG TC*GCGTAG SEQ ID No.: 7 

TY-B4 TTGGAGCTC*G TGGCGTAG SEQ ID No.: 8 

*marks the point mutation relative to TY-BO 

Oligo Modi?cation 
Prior to the ligation reaction, the synthesized oligonucle 

otides Were modi?ed as follows: 
TY-A Was ?uoresceinated at the 5‘-end according to the 

standard method of the Expedite Nucleic Acid Syn 
thesis System. TY-B0, TY-B1, TY-B2, TY-B3, TY-B4 and 
TY-C Were phosphorylated at their respective 5‘ ends in 
order to become ligation competent. For the phosphorylaton 
step, the ?nal 60 microlitre reaction volume consisted of: 

100 nmoles ATP 

3.6 nmoles of selected oligo 

50 U T4 polynucleotide kinase (NeW England Biolabs) 
1X concentrated polynucleotide kinase buffer (NeW 
England Biolabs) 

?nal [ATP] 1.2 mM 
?nal [oligo]=60 uM 
?nal [ATP/oligo] ratio=20:1 
?nal [PNK]=0.82 U/microlitre 

The reaction mixture Was incubated for 45 min at 37 degrees 
C. After phosphorylation, the enZyme Was heat killed, and 
extracted With one phenol/chloroform extraction and a fur 
ther ether extraction. The resulting stock solution of oligo 
Was approximately 120 pmol/micro-litre, Which is approxi 
mately 1000X required concentration for later reactions. 
Sequential Ligation Assay for Mutations 

All oligonucleotides Were diluted to 10 nM. The folloW 
ing components Were combined: 

1 microlitre KR 

1 microlitre TY-A (?uoresceinated) 
1 microlitre TY-B0 or TY-B1 or TY-B2 or TY-B3 or 

TY-B4 (phosphorylated) 
1 microlitre TY-C (phosphorylated) 
4 microlitre Water 

1 microlitre 10>< Pfu ligase buffer (Stratagene) 
The above components Were mixed Well and heated to 95 

degrees C., Whereupon 1 microlitre Pfu DNA ligase (4 
Units) (Stratagene) Was added. An oil overlay Was added to 
the reaction mixture. 

The reaction mixture Was then subjected to the folloWing 
thermal cycling: 

15 mins at X degrees Celsius 
30 seconds at 94 degrees Celsius for a total of eight 

cycles, Where X is 58 degrees, or 61 degrees or 64 
degrees or 68 degrees. 

After the ?nal 94 degree incubation, the reaction solution 
Was maintained at 94 degrees until an equal volume of 
loading buffer consisting of 100% formamide With 5 mg/ml 
dextran blue Was added to the reaction solution. The samples 
Were then loaded on a Pharmacia A.L.F. automated electro 
phoresis apparatus and examined. 

FIG. 6 shoWs results of reactions With the TY-B0 reaction 
mixture. The full 60 nt ligation product is quantitatively far 
in abundance over shorter ligation products. The ratio of full 
ligation products to incomplete ligation products varies from 
3.0 to 13.6. The highest ratios Were obtained at the 64 degree 
ligation cycling temperature. 
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FIGS. 8—11 demonstrate that When mismatched oligo 

nucleotides are employed in a sequential ligation assay, the 
ratio of incomplete reaction products increases sharply rela 
tive to the complete reaction products. In FIG. 8, the 3‘ end 
nucleotide mismatch of TY-B1 virtually excludes the gen 
eration of a 60 nt fragment. The highest temperatures are the 
most effective at preventing full length ligation, presumably 
because of the increased stringency of hybridiZation. FIGS. 
9—11 shoW that Where the mutation is more internal to the 
oligonucleotide, it does alloW for some generation of the full 
length ligation product. HoWever, the ratio of results does 
not approach the ratio of products When no mutation is 
present, except at the loWest ligation temperatures. (FIG. 12) 

It should be noted that this example format differs from 
What Would be the normal assay format, in that a variable set 
of primers Was used rather than a potentially mutated gene 
or gene fragment. The thermodynamics and kinetics of the 
binding of the fragments, hoWever, is sufficiently similar, 
such that this provides a valid model Which demonstrates the 
operability and utility of the invention. 

EXAMPLE 7 

Exon #1 of the human kras1p gene Was analyZed for the 
presence of mutations using the methods of the invention. 
Codon 12 of this gene, Which occurs in exon #1, is found to 
be mutated in a Wide variety of human cancers (see eg 
Pulciani et al., 1982; YaneZ et al., 1987; Burmer & Loeb, 
1989). Exon #1 is 111 base-pairs long, and has the folloWing 
Wild-type sequence: 

[SEQ ID NO: 9] 
ATGACTGAAT ATAAACTTGT GGTAGTTGGA GCTGGTGGCG 

TAGGCAAGAG TGCCTTGACG ATACAGCTAA TTCAGAATCA 

TTTTGTGGAC GAATATGATC CAACAATAGA G 

An outer primer-pair may be used ?rst against human 
genomic DNA to amplify a 162 base-pair fragment, Which 
contains the entire exon #1 (Orita et al., 1989). The sequence 
of the outer primers are: 

KA-l3 . l 

GGCCTGCTGA AAATGACTGA [SEQ ID NO. : l0] 

KA-l3 .2 

GTCCTGCACC AGTAATATGC [SEQ ID NO. : 11] 

A second nested PCR is then performed, to amplify a 106 
base-pair fragment Which spans from position 3 to position 
108 of exon #1. The primers for the internal PCR are: 

KA-l2 

GACTGAATAT AAACTTGTGG [SEQ ID NO. : l2] 

TATTGTTGGA TCATATTCG [SEQ ID NO. : l3] 

Oligonucleotide probes for use in the ligation assay of the 
invention Were designed originally With a nominal length of 
20 nucleotides. These lengths Were then adjusted slightly to 
equaliZe their thermodynamic properties (AG°f values, Tm 
values, G+C contents) by using the commercially available 
“Oligo” program (Rychlik & Rhoads, 1989). The resulting 
probes are shoWn in Table 1. 




























